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No Museum is an Island: Ethnography beyond Methodological 
Containerism
Sharon Macdonald*, Christine Gerbich**, Margareta von Oswald***
Abstract: 
This article addresses the question of how to go beyond the conceptualization 
of museums as islands in museum ethnography without losing the ethnographic 
depth and insights that such research can provide. Discussing existing 
ethnographic research in museums, the ethnographic turn in organization studies, 
and methodological innovation that seeks to go beyond bounded locations in 
anthropology, we offer a new museum methodology that retains ethnographys 
capacity to grasp the often overlooked workings of organizational life  such as 
WKHLQIRUPDOUHODWLRQVXQFRGL¿HGDFWLYLWLHVFKDQFHHYHQWVDQGIHHOLQJV±ZKLOH
also avoiding methodological containerism, that is, the taking of the museum as 
an organization for granted. We then present a project design for a multi-sited, 
multi-linked, multi-researcher ethnography to respond to this; together with its 
VSHFL¿F UHDOL]DWLRQ DV WKH 0DNLQJ 'LIIHUHQFHV SURMHFW FXUUHQWO\ XQGHUZD\ RQ
%HUOLQ¶V0XVHXP,VODQG'UDZLQJRQWKUHHVXESURMHFWVRIWKLVODUJHHWKQRJUDSK\±
FRQFHUQHGZLWKH[KLELWLRQPDNLQJLQWKH0XVHXPRI,VODPLF$UWLQWKH(WKQRORJLFDO
0XVHXPLQSUHSDUDWLRQIRUWKH+XPEROGW)RUXPDKLJKSUR¿OHDQGFRQWHVWHG
cultural development due to open in 2019) and a new exhibition about Berlin, 
DOVR IRU WKH+XPEROGW)RUXP±ZHKLJKOLJKW WKH LPSRUWDQFHRIZKDWKDSSHQV
beyond the container, the discretion of what we even take to be the container, 
and how organization-ness of various kinds is done or achieved. We do this 
LQSDUWWKURXJKDQDQDO\VLVRIRUJDQLJUDPVDWSOD\LQRXUUHVHDUFK¿HOGVVKRZLQJ
what these variously reveal, hide and suggest. Understanding museums, and 
organizations more generally, in this way, we argue, brings insight both to some 
RIWKHVSHFL¿FGHYHORSPHQWVWKDWZHDUHDQDO\VLQJDVZHOODVWRPXVHXPDQG
organization studies more widely.
Key words: ethnography, museum, methodology, organization, organigram, Berlin
Introduction
,QODWH1RYHPEHUµRUJDQLJUDP¶Organigramm in German) seemed to be word of the week 
LQWKH%HUOLQPXVHXPZRUOG-RXUQDOLVW-|UJ+lQW]VFKHOKDGSXEOLVKHGDQDUWLFOHLQWKHZLGHO\
distributed newspaper, the Süddeutsche ZeitungDERXWWKH+XPEROGW)RUXPDQHZFXOWXUDO
and exhibition space  including displays from various museum collections  currently in the 
PDNLQJLQ%HUOLQ$VZHOODVFRQWDLQLQJVWLQJLQJFULWLFLVPRIZKDWKHGHVFULEHGDVDµGL]]\LQJ
system of political interests resulting in paralysis, intransparency and a lack of ideas, his 
DUWLFOHLQFOXGHGDQRUJDQLJUDPVHWWLQJRXWµWKHODE\ULQWKLQHRUJDQL]DWLRQDOVWUXFWXUH¶VHH)LJXUH
1).1(QWLWOHGµWKHFRQVHQVXVPDFKLQH¶LWSURYLGHGDGUDPDWLFYLVXDOL]DWLRQRIWKHFRPSOH[LW\RI
DFKLHYLQJDQ\VXFKDJUHHPHQWRQWKHGLUHFWLRQVRIWKHQHZ+XPEROGW)RUXP2 
$VFXUDWRUVLQYROYHGLQRQHSDUWRIWKH+XPEROGW)RUXPJDWKHUHGIRUDPHHWLQJVKRUWO\
after the articles publication, there was amused talk about the organigram  not least its name. 
µ:KDWZDVLWFDOOHG"2UJDQ«RUJDQLVP«"$K\HVRUJDQLJUDP¶7KHVKHHUDFWRIH[SUHVVLQJ
visually something that they themselves felt and partly knew but had not seen put quite like 
WKLVVHHPHGWREHDFRQ¿UPDWLRQRIVRUWVµ<HVWKHZKROHRUJDQL]DWLRQLVFUD]LO\FRPSOLFDWHG¶
Wahnsinn  madness.  $WDOHDYLQJSDUW\ODWHUWKDWZHHNIRUWKHGLUHFWRURIRQHRIWKHPXVHXPV
0XVHXP	6RFLHW\-XO\©6KDURQ0DFGRQDOG&KULVWLQH*HUELFK0DUJDUHWDYRQ
2VZDOG,661
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WREHLQFOXGHGLQWKH+XPEROGW)RUXPWKHRUJDQLJUDP±DVZHOODVWKHDUWLFOH¶VDFHUELFFRQWHQW
±ZDVDIUHTXHQWWRSLFRIFRQYHUVDWLRQ$IHZSHRSOHVXJJHVWHGDPHQGPHQWVXVXDOO\DGGLQJ
further complexity) that the organigram required, but many comments were to the effect that 
the article uttered an important truth, the diagrammatic depiction of the organizational situation 
providing visual testimony of a highly complex governance, lacking in a single authority or 
clear lines of accountability. 
Figure 1. The Consensus Machine: Organigram of the Humboldt Forum, Berlin, in the 
6GGHXWVFKH=HLWXQJ20.11.2017. Reproduced with permission from 6GGHXWVFKH=HLWXQJ*UD¿N 
Translations. Akteure  Actors; Aufsicht  Oversight; Ausstellung des Stadtmuseums  exhibition 
of the City Museum; Ausstellungen des Ethnologischen Museums und des Museums für 
Asiatisches Kunst und Wechselausstellungen in der Regie der Kultur GmbH  Exhibitions of 
the Ethnological Museum and the Museum of Asian Art and temporary exhibitions under the 
GLUHFWLRQRI&XOWXUH/WG$XVZlUWLJHV$PW±)RUHLJQ2I¿FH%DXXQG$XVVWHOOXQJVDUFKLWHNWXU
 building and exhibition architecture; Bauministerium - Construction Ministry; berät  advises; 
beraten - advised by; Berliner Schloß - Berlin City Palace; Bundesamt für Bauwesen und 
5DXPRUGQXQJ%DXDPW±)HGHUDO2I¿FH IRU&RQVWUXFWLRQDQG3ODQQLQJ3ODQQLQJ2I¿FH
Bundesministerium für Umwelt, Naturschutz, Bau und Reaktorschutz  Federal Ministry for 
Environment, Nature Protection, Building and Nuclear Reactor Protection; Bundestag  German 
Federal Parliament; Expertenteam  team of experts; Finanzministerium  Ministry of Finance; 
Förderverein sammelt spenden  Friends Association collects donations; Gastronomie  catering; 
Gründungsintendanz  Founding Directorship; Humboldt Forum Kultur GmbH  Humboldt Forum 
Culture Ltd.; kontrolliert  controlled; Kulturprojekte Berlin GmbH  Berlin Cultural Projects Ltd.; 
Land Berlin  Berlin federal state; Leitung  Direction; Programmbeirat  Programme advisory 
board; Staatsministerin für Kultur und Medien  Federal Minister for Culture and Media; Stiftung 
Humboldt Forum  Humboldt Forum Foundation; Stiftung Preußischer Kulturbesitz  Prussian 
&XOWXUDO+HULWDJH)RXQGDWLRQ6WRFN±ÀRRU7RFKWHU±GDXJKWHU9HUDQVWDOWXQJHQ±HYHQWV
YHUWUHWHQ±UHSUHVHQWHG9HUWUHWHULQGHQ*UHPLHQ±UHSUHVHQWDWLYHLQWKHFRPPLWWHHV
:LWKLQRUJDQL]DWLRQVWXGLHVDQGUHODWHG¿HOGVRIVWXG\RUJDQLJUDPVDUHGLDJUDPPDWLF
DWWHPSWVWRµUHSUHVHQWDQRUJDQL]DWLRQ¶VVRFLDOVWUXFWXUH¶+DWFK3URGXFHGE\DZLGH
range of organizations themselves, they can also be seen as part of a wider apparatus that 
produces organizational order; like meetings and agendas, they help to tame, narrow, and 
FRQWDLQXQFHUWDLQW\¶%URZQHWDO,QVLWXDWLRQVRIJUHDWHUFRPSOH[LW\LWKDVEHHQ
DUJXHGHJ/LPDYLVXDOL]DWLRQVEHFRPHDOOWKHPRUHLPSRUWDQWIRUKHOSLQJWRPDNH
VWUXFWXUHVRUSURFHVVHVFOHDUHUDQGHDVLHUWRJUDVS7KHQHZVSDSHU¶V%HUOLQ+XPEROGW)RUXP
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
organigram is, therefore, somewhat paradoxical, if not unique, in its deployment of a tool that 
XVXDOO\DLPVDWµGHFRPSOH[L¿FDWLRQ¶EXWZKLFKLQWKLVFDVHVHUYHVSULPDULO\WRHPSKDVLVHWKH
high degree of complexity involved. 
Below, we give further attention to this and other organigrams  not just as attempted 
UHSUHVHQWDWLRQVEXWDOVRDVHWKQRJUDSKLFDUWHIDFWVZKLFKFLUFXODWHZLWKLQWKH¿HOGVZHUHVHDUFK
SURPSWLQJUHVSRQVHVDQGFUHDWLQJHIIHFWVFI5LOHVRQGRFXPHQWV%\EHJLQQLQJZLWKDQ
organigram, however, our aim is not to introduce an analysis of organigrams in themselves, nor 
HYHQRIYLVXDOL]DWLRQLQPXVHXPVDQGUHVHDUFKLPSRUWDQWWKRXJKERWKRIWKHVHDUH5DWKHU
it is in order to launch our methodological discussion of conducting ethnographic research in 
awareness of organizational complexity, especially what we might call inter-, exo- and trans-
organizational complexity, namely that which spreads beyond a single organization30DQ\
indeed possibly most, organigrams focus on structures and processes within an organization 
HQGRRUJDQL]DWLRQDODQGLQGHHGVHUYHWRKHOSYLVXDOL]HWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQDVDQLQWHJUDWHG
unit  as an island. Thus, although being faced with such a complex organigram as the one 
LQ)LJXUHPD\QRWEHDQH[SHULHQFHRIDOOWKRVHZKRKDYHFRQGXFWHGUHVHDUFKLQPXVHXPV
there is no doubt that organigrams highlighting multiple organizational players, governance 
structures and other relationships that extend beyond the museums walls could be constructed 
for the great majority of museums  if only rarely, perhaps, with quite as much complexity as in 
WKLVFDVH6XFKRUJDQL]DWLRQVDUHLQHYLWDEO\HQWDQJOHGLQPXOWLSOHQHWZRUNVRIYDULRXVNLQGV
usually involving some degree of distributed governance. 
The question, therefore, is how, as researchers, do we address this methodologically 
±HVSHFLDOO\ZKHQZHVHHNWRFRQGXFWLQGHSWKUHVHDUFKZLWKLQRUJDQL]DWLRQV+RZLQRWKHU
words, do we conduct ethnographic research, and not lose the insights that such an approach 
can bring, in the face of the kind of complexity  and, in effect, distributed agency  expressed 
by the organigram? Can we still go behind the scenes  to deploy a primary trope of museum 
HWKQRJUDSK\±ZLWKRXWIDOOLQJLQWRWKHµPHWKRGRORJLFDOFRQWDLQHULVP¶FI:LQWHUHWDODQG
to model a term on arguments about the risks of methodological nationalism  e.g. Wimmer and 
*OLFN6FKLOOHUWKHVHHLQJPXVHXPVDVLVRODWHGLVODQGVWKDWVXFKDWURSHHDVLO\HYRNHV"
To raise these questions is, in effect, to also ask what we even mean by an organization 
DQGLQGHHGDPXVHXP,WLVDERXWZKHUHPXVHXPVEHJLQDQGHQGDERXWWKHH[WHQWWRZKLFK
they are, or should be seen as, islands; and about where we follow and also cut networks 
6WUDWKHUQ $V ZH GLVFXVV EHORZ JLYLQJ DWWHQWLRQ WR ZD\V LQ ZKLFK PXVHXPV PD\
extend beyond their walls is not unprecedented, and there is much that can be learned from 
HDUOLHUUHVHDUFK1HYHUWKHOHVVWKHUHLVVWLOODQHHGIRUIXUWKHUPHWKRGRORJLFDOGLVFXVVLRQRIWKH
LPSOLFDWLRQVRIDFULWLFDOIRFXVRQµRUJDQL]DWLRQQHVV¶IRUHWKQRJUDSKLFUHVHDUFK,QSDUWLFXODU
WKHUHLVDQHHGIRUWKHPXVHXP¿HOGDV*HRUJH0DUFXVKDVDUJXHGIRUHWKQRJUDSK\PRUH
JHQHUDOO\WR¿QGZD\VIRUµGHVLJQLQJ¿HOGZRUNDQGLWVSUDFWLFHVLQWKURXJKDQGEHWZHHQPRUH
FRPSOH[LQVWLWXWLRQDORUGHUV¶7KLVLVZKDWZHVHHNWRGRKHUH
To do so, we describe the design and methods of a multi-researcher, multi-organizational 
HWKQRJUDSK\RIFXUUHQWPXVHXPDQGUHODWHGGHYHORSPHQWVLQ%HUOLQ0RUHVSHFL¿FDOO\ZH
draw on three ethnographic studies of exhibition-making being undertaken by the three authors 
of this article that are part of the larger ethnography. These three studies are of the making 
RIDQH[KLELWLRQ LQ WKH0XVHXPRI ,VODPLF$UW WKHPDNLQJRIGLVSOD\VE\ WKH(WKQRORJLFDO
0XVHXPIRUWKHDOUHDG\PHQWLRQHG+XPEROGW)RUXPDQGRIDQH[KLELWLRQDERXW%HUOLQDOVR
WREHLQFOXGHGLQWKH+XPEROGW)RUXP7KHUHDUHPXOWLSOHRUJDQL]DWLRQDOOLQNDJHVRYHUODSV
DQGRWKHUUHODWLRQVKLSVEHWZHHQDQGDFURVVRXU¿HOGZRUNVLWHV6LPSO\NQRZLQJWKHVHDWDQ
organigramic  structural  level, however, does not fully explain how these are experienced 
and produced on the ground, or the different responses to being part of the same structures. 
,QGHHGEHLQJSDUWRIWKHVKDUHGVWUXFWXUHVLVE\QRPHDQVDJXDUDQWHHRILQWHUDFWLRQDQG
WKXVDOWKRXJKZHDUJXHLQSDUWIRUDUHODWLRQDOSHUVSHFWLYHDQGIRUUHFRJQLVLQJWKHÀXLGLW\DQG
SRURVLW\RIRUJDQL]DWLRQV&DPHURQZHDOVRXUJHDWWHQWLRQWRQRQFRQQHFWLRQVDQGWR
the ways in which doing organizations in practice can also limit collaboration and change. 
Going behind the scenes
:HKDYHDOUHDG\EULHÀ\DOOXGHGWRVRPHUHDVRQVIRUFRQGXFWLQJHWKQRJUDSKLFUHVHDUFK LQ
PXVHXPVRULQGHHGLQRUJDQL]DWLRQVPRUHJHQHUDOO\,WLVXVHIXOKRZHYHUWRVHWWKLVRXWD
SKDURQ0DFGRQDOG&KULVWLQH*HUELFK0DUJDUHWDYRQ2VZDOG1o Museum is an Island: 
Ethnography beyond Methodological Containerism
Museum & Society, 16 (2)
OLWWOHPRUHIXOO\EHIRUHGLVFXVVLQJKRZWRUHWDLQWKHSRVLWLYHTXDOLWLHVRILQGHSWK¿HOGZRUNZLWKLQ
organizations while also avoiding taking organizations as an unexamined methodological 
container. There are various understandings of what is meant by ethnography, and a vast 
OLWHUDWXUHZKLFKZHGRQRWZLVKWRUHYLVLWKHUH,QEULHIKRZHYHUZH¿QGKHOSIXO'DQLHO0LOOHU¶V
characterization of it as a set of methodological commitments rather than simply a method, 
those commitments including being in direct presence of the people involved and over enough 
WLPHWREHDEOHWRJHWDVHQVHRIZKDWLVUHODWLYHO\XVXDORUXQXVXDODFWLYLW\0LOOHU
$VVXFKHWKQRJUDSKLFUHVHDUFKFDQLQFRUSRUDWHDUDQJHRIPHWKRGVVXFKDVGRFXPHQWDU\
analysis, but, to achieve the commitments, it almost certainly involves at least some degree 
 and in anthropological ethnography, usually a substantial amount  of deep hanging out 
*HHUW]
$VWKHLQWURGXFWLRQWRDUHFHQWVSHFLDOLVVXHRIWKHJournal of Organizational Ethnography 
pointed out, the last decade has seen a considerable increase of interest in ethnography in 
organization and management studies, such that some commentators speak of an ethnographic 
turn, even though the history of conducting ethnographic studies of organizations reaches back 
PXFKIXUWKHU5RXOHDXHWDO7KHPDLQUHDVRQVIRULQFUHDVHGLQWHUHVWDUHVXPPHGXS
well in another article in the same volume, which refers to ethnographys unique added value 
DVDUHVHDUFKPHWKRGDQGPRUHEURDGO\DVDPHWKRGRORJ\¶=LOEHU
(WKQRJUDSKLFVWXGLHVPD\\LHOGLQGLVSHQVDEOHLQVLJKWVDERXWWKHVRFLDOG\QDPLFVRI
WKH¿HOGLQVLJKWVWKDWFDQQRWEHGLVFRYHUHGDQGDQDO\]HGRWKHUZLVH(WKQRJUDSK\
DOORZVXVWRVWXG\WKHµH[WUDRUGLQDU\LQWKHRUGLQDU\¶<EHPDHWDOS
the social processes involved in constructing and allowing for the everyday, 
ordinary lived experiences of people within organizational and inter-organizational 
VSKHUHV,WDOORZVOHDUQLQJDERXWµZKDW³DFWXDOO\KDSSHQV´RUDERXW³KRZWKLQJV
ZRUN´¶:DWVRQ,WHQDEOHVWKXVDIRFXVRQWKHKLGGHQWKHOHVVYLVLEOHDQG
less explicit dimensions of organizational or inter-organizational life, including 
emotions and power relations, thus highlighting the interplay between actors 
ZKHWKHULQGLYLGXDORUFROOHFWLYHDQGFRQWH[W<DQRZHWDO=LOEHU
The same arguments for conducting ethnographic research can be made for museums 
%RXTXHW*DEOH$OOLQGHHGDUHZHOOH[HPSOL¿HGLQWKH¿UVWVXEVWDQWLDOSXEOLVKHG
PXVHXPHWKQRJUDSKLHVE\DQWKURSRORJLVWV5LFKDUG+DQGOHUDQG(ULF*DEOH¶VVWXG\RI&RORQLDO
:LOOLDPVEXUJDQG7DPDU.DWULHO¶VRIWZR,VUDHOLVHWWOHUPXVHXPV%RWKVKRZHG
the social processes in everyday museum work, especially of museum guides, revealing what 
KDSSHQVLQSUDFWLFHDQGWKHXVXDOO\LQYLVLEOHSRZHUUHODWLRQVLQYROYHG,QPDNLQJWKHLUDUJXPHQW
IRUVXFKDQHWKQRJUDSKLFDSSURDFK+DQGOHUDQG*DEOHIDPRXVO\REVHUYHGWKDWPRVWRIZKDW
had thus far been written on museums had paid little attention to what actually goes on inside 
WKHPDQGWKH\WKHPVHOYHVVKRZHGKRZVXFKDWWHQWLRQUHYHDOHGDSUREOHPDWLFUDFLDO
politics of everyday practice that was at odds with Colonial Williamsburgs public rhetoric. 
,QWKHWZRGHFDGHVVLQFHWKHVHPXVHXPHWKQRJUDSKLHVZHUHSXEOLVKHGWKHUHKDYHEHHQ
many more studies employing some degree of ethnographic research, though precisely what 
this means varies and the number of published book-length monographs based on long-term 
HWKQRJUDSK\VXFKDVWKRVHRI+DQGOHUDQG*DEOHDQGRI.DWULHOUHPDLQVVPDOO1HYHUWKHOHVV
primarily within shorter pieces, at least some degree of ethnographic research has been taken 
LQDZLGHUDQJHRINLQGVRIPXVHXPVDQGFRYHULQJPDQ\WRSLFV0RVWHWKQRJUDSKLHVKDYH
approached the museum via their work cultures and, or particular practices, such as exhibition-
PDNLQJ0DFGRQDOG<DQHYD0RUJDQ%XQ]O)UDQNOLQ6KDQQRQ
 %RXTXHW  -XQJ  .UHSODN  FRQVHUYDWLRQ DUFKLYLQJ DQG GLJLWL]DWLRQ
'RPtQJXH]5XELR%HOWUDPH0DUFKHGXFDWLRQDQGRWKHUIRUPVRISXEOLF
HQJDJHPHQW5REHUWV0RUVHDQG0XQUR.QXGVHQ7KH\KDYHORRNHGDW
WKHZD\VLQZKLFKSXEOLFVXVHPXVHXPV0DFGRQDOG%KDWWL6FKPLWW'HEDU\
DQG5RXVWDQ.HQG]LD6DEHWLRUDWH[KLELWLRQVDQGWKHUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRI
PXVHXPVLQWKHPHGLD3ULFH7RUUHVYRQ%RVH3RUVFKp2QO\DVPDOO
number look at practices that explicitly cross the museums borders or that extend its scope, 
VXFKDVLQWRFRPPXQLW\ZRUN+HQGU\.UPSRWLFKDQG3HHUV6FKRUFKHWDO
NQRZOHGJHH[FKDQJHZLWKDPDWHXUV0H\HURUWKHPXVHXP¶VFROOHFWLQJSUDFWLFHV2¶+DQORQ

)|UVWHUDQG6WRHFNHU(YHQZKHUHWKHERXQGDULHVDUHFURVVHGKRZHYHUPRVW
ethnographies still take the museum as an organization for granted. 
This is reinforced by the trope of going behind the scenes of museums. This has been 
deployed in a range of popular accounts of museums, including those written by museum staff 
HJ6PLWK'DQ]LJHU*UDQGH:LWKLQPXVHXPHWKQRJUDSK\LWKDVEHHQ
XVHGE\6KDURQ0DFGRQDOGZKRVHBehind the Scenes at the Science Museum GUDZV
in part on Goffmans ideas of going backstage to an area that is usually hidden.0RUHUHFHQWO\
0DWWL%XQ]OLQKLVHWKQRJUDSK\RI&KLFDJR¶V0XVHXPRI&RQWHPSRUDU\$UW0&$DUWLFXODWHV
the power of the trope when he writes: Other scholars have had to content themselves with 
observing museums from the public galleries, thwarted, if they even tried, by institutional 
UHOXFWDQFHWRJUDQWEHKLQGWKHVFHQHVDFFHVV,KDGWKHJRRGIRUWXQHRIEHLQJDGPLWWHGinto 
WKHIRUWUHVVE\DJXWV\RUJDQL]DWLRQWKDWZDVZLOOLQJWRWDNHDFKDQFH¶7KLVDOORZHG
KLPKHDUJXHVWRµVKHGDXQLTXHOLJKWRQWKHPRWLYDWLRQVRILQGLYLGXDOVDQGJURXSV¶
While the behind the scenes trope works effectively as a narrative device to promise 
revelation of the hidden and unknown to visitors, it potentially contributes to a methodological 
emphasis on museums as autonomous  as island-like. Critiques of what we might call 
methodological containerism have become widespread in anthropology as part of more 
WKRURXJKJRLQJTXHVWLRQLQJRIZKDWFRQVWLWXWHVRUPLJKWFRQVWLWXWHDQHWKQRJUDSKLF¿HOGHJ
*XSWDDQG)HUJXVRQ/LNHZLVHTXHVWLRQLQJRIµPHWKRGRORJLFDOQDWLRQDOLVP¶±DWDNLQJ
for granted of the nation as the frame of study  has received considerable attention in several 
GLVFLSOLQHVHJ :LPPHUDQG*OLFN6FKLOOHU
$VSDUWRIVXFKTXHVWLRQLQJDQWKURSRORJ\KDVQRZIRUVRPHFRQVLGHUDEOHWLPHEHHQ
arguing for the importance of designing modes of conducting ethnography that allow for 
DGGUHVVLQJWUDQVORFDOPRYHPHQWVDQGÀRZV,Q676WKHUHKDYHEHHQDWWHPSWVWRJREH\RQG
RUJDQL]DWLRQDOERXQGDULHVHJ:LQWHUHWDODQGLQRUJDQL]DWLRQVWXGLHVWRRDUJXPHQWV
are increasingly being voiced for developing forms of ethnography that can go beyond a single 
organization, though, as yet, well conceptualized and theorized examples are quite rare to 
¿QG¶=LOEHU
Going beyond (behind) the scenes
Before considering how research might be redesigned to better allow for investigation beyond 
a single organization, it is important to note that, despite the fact that the great majority 
of ethnographic research conducted in museums and in other kinds of organizations has 
taken a solo-organizational empirical focus, this does not mean that they were necessarily 
FRQFHSWXDOL]HGDVVWURQJO\LGLRJUDSKLF±WKDWLVDVKDYLQJUHOHYDQFHRQO\WRWKHVSHFL¿FFDVHV
5DWKHUWKURXJKWKHLUWKHRUL]LQJDQGFRQWH[WXDOL]DWLRQWKH\VHHNWRPDNHEURDGHUDUJXPHQWV,Q
DUREXVWUHFHQWLQVWDQFHIRUH[DPSOH0DWWL%XQ]OVWDWHVWKDWKLV¿QGLQJRIWKHSHUYDVLYHQHVVRI
¿QDQFLDOFRQVLGHUDWLRQVLQFXUDWRULDOGHFLVLRQVLQWKH0&$µLVWUXHRIevery museum collecting 
FRQWHPSRUDU\DUW¶7KHEDVLVIRUWKLVFODLPLVQRWH[SOLFLWO\DUWLFXODWHG1HYHUWKHOHVV
LWLVLPSOLFLWLQKLVGLVFXVVLRQRIWKHZLGHUJOREDODUWPDUNHWVLQZKLFKWKH0&$LVHQPHVKHG
,QPRVWFDVHVLWLVWKURXJKFRQWH[WXDOL]DWLRQZLWKLQEURDGHUGHEDWHVDQGGHYHORSPHQWV
WKDWPXVHXPHWKQRJUDSKLHVVHHNWREHUHOHYDQWEH\RQGWKHLUVSHFL¿FFDVHV)RUWKHPRVWSDUW
this is not done by claiming that the one museum is representative of others but is, rather, by 
VHHLQJLWDVDVSHFL¿FUHVSRQVHWRFRQGLWLRQVWKDWPD\EHPRUHZLGHO\VKDUHG7KXVIRUH[DPSOH
6KDURQ0DFGRQDOG¶VVFLHQFHPXVHXPHWKQRJUDSK\SRVLWLRQVLWVHOIZLWKLQZKDWVKHVHHVDVD
major cultural transformation in which museums, alongside other organizations, were called 
WRSXEOLFDFFRXQWLQGHYHORSPHQWVZHZRXOGQRZFDOOQHROLEHUDO±DQGLQZKLFKVWUXJJOHV
in the museum showed different understandings and consequences of what this entailed. 
/RRNLQJDWZKDWFDQLQSDUWEHVHHQDVDIXUWKHULQWHQVL¿FDWLRQRIVRPHRIWKHGHYHORSPHQWV
WKDW0DFGRQDOGLQYHVWLJDWHGWKHHWKQRJUDSKLHVRI1XDOD0RUVHDQG(DODVDLG0XQURVKRZ
how deeply neo-liberal discourses are present within the local museums that they study but 
also how museum staff respond differently to the shared conditions through what the authors 
FDOOµSURJUHVVLYHDUWLFXODWLRQVRIORFDOLVP¶
Despite the claims for wider relevance, and although most ethnographers discuss to 
some extent at least the wider governance structures within which museums operate, almost 
SKDURQ0DFGRQDOG&KULVWLQH*HUELFK0DUJDUHWDYRQ2VZDOG1o Museum is an Island: 
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all existing museum ethnographies take the museum as an organization as self-evident and 
DOPRVWDOORQO\ LQFOXGHHWKQRJUDSKLFUHVHDUFKZLWKLQRQH LQVWLWXWLRQ([FHSWLRQVDUH.DWULHO
0XQURDQG0RUVH0DQJLRQHDQG3RUVFKpZKLFKEULQJWRJHWKHU
at least some degree of ethnographic research in two or three museums. By comparison with 
other areas of anthropology, however, ethnographic innovation seeking to move beyond solo-
organizationalism remains sparse. 
,QRWKHUDUHDVRIDQWKURSRORJ\WKHUHKDYHE\QRZEHHQQXPHURXVLQQRYDWLRQVWKDW
VHHNWRPRYHEH\RQGVLQJOHVLWHUHVHDUFK)DO]RQZKLOHUHWDLQLQJ±WRYDU\LQJGHJUHHV
RIVXFFHVV±HWKQRJUDSKLFGHSWK0DQ\RIWKHVHLQYROYHIRUPVRIµIROORZLQJ¶±RIREMHFWVLGHDV
RUSHRSOHDVWKH\PRYHDFURVVPXOWLSOHVLWHV0DUFXV6RPHRIWKHLGHDRIIROORZLQJKDV
been taken up in museum anthropology, especially in relation to the following of objects, often 
GUDZLQJRQWKHLGHDRIREMHFWELRJUDSKLHV.RS\WRII%DVX7\WKDFRWW)|UVWHU
DQG6WRFNHUYRQ2VZDOGDQG5RGDWXV7KHUHLVKRZHYHUXQGRXEWHGO\VFRSHIRU
IXUWKHUHWKQRJUDSKLFLQQRYDWLRQLQWKHPXVHXP¿HOG5DWKHUWKDQPDNLQJVXJJHVWLRQVDERXW
SRVVLEOHSURMHFWVWKDWPLJKWSUR¿WDEO\EHXQGHUWDNHQLQWKHIXWXUHOHWXVKHUHWXUQWRDSURMHFW
that has been designed in order to retain in-depth organizational ethnography while also, at 
the same time, enabling looking beyond a single case. 
Making Differences Project Design
7KHSURMHFWLVDPXOWLUHVHDUFKHUVWXG\WKDWLVFXUUHQWO\XQGHUZD\LQ%HUOLQ,WVEURDGFRQFHUQLV
with transformations within museums and heritage formations and practices, especially as these 
UHODWHWRTXHVWLRQVRIVRFLDODQGFXOWXUDOGLIIHUHQFHDQGGLYHUVLW\+RZLWDVNVDUHPXVHXPV
DQGKHULWDJHEHLQJUHFRQ¿JXUHGWKURXJKFKDQJLQJFRQFHSWLRQVDQGSUDFWLFHVRIGLYHUVLW\DQG
LQUHODWLRQWRFKDQJLQJFRQVWHOODWLRQVRIVRFLDOGLIIHUHQFHVXFKDVWKRVHUHVXOWLQJIURPSRVW
FRORQLDOLW\DQGPLJUDWLRQ":KDWFKDQJHVDQGZKDWUHPDLQV"$QGZLWKZKDWHIIHFWV",WLQFOXGHV
IRFXVRQHWKQRJUDSKLFPXVHXPVDQGRQPXVHXPDQGKHULWDJHDSSURDFKHVWR,VODPDVWKHVH
have been some of the most contentious and active domains in which such questions have 
been raised. The project is designed, however, to avoid restricting itself to these but instead 
to allow for exploration of how diversity and difference play out in other museum and heritage 
practices, such as those of biodiversity in natural history museums or of alterity in post-colonial 
DUWSUDFWLFHWKXVPDNLQJLWSRVVLEOHWRVHHZKHUHWKHUHLVWUDI¿FEHWZHHQDQGDFURVVWKHVH 
,QVRPHZD\VWKHUHVHDUFKGHVLJQFRXOGEHORRVHO\FRQFHSWXDOL]HGDVIROORZLQJLGHDV
of difference and diversity across various sites and practices. This, however, is too linear and 
thread-like a conceptualization to be able to capture a design that is more collage-like, with 
RYHUODSVDQGGLVFRQWLQXLWLHVVXFKWKDWHYHQWKHQRWLRQRIµQHWZRUN¶VHHPVQRWTXLWH¿WWLQJ
,QVWHDGJXLGHGE\WKHQRWLRQRIµFRQVWHOODWLRQVRIGLIIHUHQFH¶)LVNHVM|0DFGRQDOG
the research proceeds from multiple sites  offering a range of vantage points  and then 
seeks, from a grounded approach, to collectively explore the convergences, connections and 
discrepancies that emerge. 
5DWKHUWKDQIXUWKHUGLVFXVVWKHRYHUDOOSURMHFWZKLFKLVVWLOOXQGHUZD\LWUXQVXQWLO
and currently includes ten researchers, some of whom have only begun recently, we focus 
here on the work of three researchers  the authors of this article  who have been part of the 
SURMHFWVLQFHRUDQGZKRKDYHEHHQFRQGXFWLQJHWKQRJUDSK\RIH[KLELWLRQPDNLQJ
SURFHVVHVZLWKLQUHODWLYHO\KLJKSUR¿OHPXVHXPGHYHORSPHQWV7KHVHWKUHHDORQHKLJKOLJKW
partly shared and overlapping organizational structures through which to raise the question 
of museums as organizations with which this article is concerned, as well as also showing 
how the ethnographic perspective allows a handle on how organizations are experienced and 
produced in practice. 
One often remarked-upon feature of ethnographic research is that it is especially likely 
WREULQJFRQFHUQVWRWKHIRUHWKDWKDGQRWEHHQDQWLFLSDWHG,QRXUFROOHFWLYHUHVHDUFKZKLFK
HQWDLOVIUHTXHQWWHDPGLVFXVVLRQRIRQJRLQJDVZHOODVFRPSOHWHG¿HOGZRUNWKLVKDVIXUWKHU
GLPHQVLRQVLQWKDWZHVRPHWLPHVDOVR¿QGRXUVHOYHVDOOHQFRXQWHULQJWKHVDPHXQDQWLFLSDWHG
HYHQW H[SHULHQFH RU SKHQRPHQRQ 0RUHRYHU VRPHWKLQJ WKDW DULVHV LQ WKH HWKQRJUDSKLF
experience of one researcher can act as an attention alert, prompting others to look to see 
whether this is to be found in theirs too. Organigrams, largely prompted by the circulation of 
the one with which we began this article, were just such a case. This led us to look further at 

RUJDQLJUDPVLQDQGDFURVVRXU¿HOGVLWHVDQGWRXVHWKHVHDVSRLQWVRIGHSDUWXUHIRUFRQVLGHULQJ
the institutional orders in which our sites are enmeshed. 
Organigrams as Suggestions
2UJDQLJUDPV DUH YLVXDOL]DWLRQV RI RUJDQL]DWLRQV WKDW LGHQWLI\ VXEVHFWLRQV ZKLFK PD\ EH
organizations themselves)  usually depicted as circles or rectangles  and their relationships 
E\ OLQHV XVXDOO\RIJRYHUQDQFH$OWKRXJKRUJDQLJUDPVDUHXVXDOO\ WKRXJKWRIDVPHUHO\
UHSUHVHQWDWLYHWKHUHLVFRQVLGHUDEOHGLVFUHWLRQLQKRZWKH\DUHFRPSLOHG$V'HOHX]HZULWHV
RIGLDJUDPVPRUHJHQHUDOO\WKH\FDQDOVRDFWWRµVXJJHVW¶0F&RVNHUDQG:LONHQ
*LYHQWKDWWKHDUWLFOHIRUZKLFKWKHRUJDQLJUDPRIWKH+XPEROGW)RUXP)LJXUHZDVFRPSLOHG
sought to suggest that consensus would be hard due to multiple sources of decision-making, 
WKHRUJDQLJUDPGRHVQRWVHHNWRWLG\XSDVPXFKDVGRPRVWRUJDQLJUDPV$WWKHVDPHWLPH
however, it excludes further detail  including the kind evident from ethnography  which would 
PDNH LWPRUHFRPSOLFDWHGVWLOO ,QSDUWLFXODU LWGRHVQRWPHQWLRQDQ\RI WKHPXVHXPVDQG
FXUDWRULDOWHDPVWKDWDUHSDUWRIWKHPDNLQJRIWKH+XPEROGW)RUXP7KDWLVLWH[FOXGHVWKHYHU\
RUJDQL]DWLRQVWKDWZHKDGWDNHQDVORFDWLRQVIRURXU¿HOGZRUN0XVHXPVDVRUJDQL]DWLRQVDQG
DVDFWRUVLQGHFLVLRQPDNLQJKDYHLQHIIHFWEHHQPHOWHGRXWRIWKHSLFWXUH7KH(WKQRORJLFDO
0XVHXP ± ZKLFK LV VRPHWLPHV PLVWDNHQO\ UHJDUGHG DV WKH +XPEROGW )RUXP ± DQG WKH
0XVHXPRI$VLDQ$UWZKRVHIRUPHUVLWHVKDYHERWKEHHQFORVHGDQGZKRVHFXUDWRUVDUHEXV\
SUHSDULQJQHZGLVSOD\VIRUWKH+XPEROGW)RUXPGRQRWDSSHDUDVVXFKLQWKHRUJDQLJUDPEXW
DUHLQVWHDGVXEVXPHGXQGHUWKHODUJHURUJDQL]DWLRQRIZKLFKWKH\DUHSDUWQDPHO\WKH63.
6WLIWXQJ3UHXVVLVFKHU.XOWXUEHVLW]±3UXVVLDQ&XOWXUDO+HULWDJH)RXQGDWLRQ7KLVKRZHYHU
DOVRLQFOXGHVRWKHUPXVHXPVLQFOXGLQJWKH0XVHXPRI,VODPLF$UWZKLFKDUHQRWLQYROYHGLQ
WKH+XPEROGW)RUXP7KH%HUOLQH[KLELWLRQGRHVQRWDSSHDUDVVXFKEXWLVGLVWULEXWHGDFURVV
VHYHUDOXQLWVQDPHO\µ/DQG%HUOLQ¶WKH6WDWHRI%HUOLQ±WKH%HUOLQDUHDJRYHUQDQFH±DQG
µ.XOWXUSURMHNWH¶ ZKLFK OLWHUDOO\ PHDQV &XOWXUDO 3URMHFWV D QRQSUR¿W FXOWXUDO RUJDQL]DWLRQ
IXQGHGE\WKH/DQG%HUOLQ0RUHRYHUWKHFLW\PXVHXPV±WKH6WDGWPXVHHQ±ZLWKZKLFKWKLV
exhibition is strongly linked, though not formally subsumed, through sharing a director and 
some staff, are also absent. 
,QÀDJJLQJWKHVHDEVHQFHVRXUDLPLVQRWWRVXJJHVWWKDWWKHRUJDQLJUDPLVIDXOW\LQQRW
LQFOXGLQJWKHP5DWKHUWKHSRLQWLVWKDWZKDWKDGVHHPHGOLNHREYLRXVDFWRUVLQWKHSURFHVVWR
XV±DQGLQGHHGWRPDQ\RWKHUVDVZHZLWQHVVLQWDONRXWVLGHDVZHOODVZLWKLQRXU¿HOGVLWHV±
are not necessarily seen as such and it is entirely possible to create a meaningful representation 
RIWKH+XPEROGW)RUXP¶VRUJDQL]DWLRQZLWKRXWWKHP7KLVVXSSRUWVRXUDUJXPHQWWKDWZHVKRXOG
not take museums for granted as autonomous or as the operational organizational units. 
/HWXVKHUHWXUQWRDQRWKHURUJDQLJUDPWKDWRIWKH6WDWH0XVHXPVRI%HUOLQ60%±
6WDDWOLFKH0XVHHQ]X%HUOLQ)LJXUH,QWKLVE\FRQWUDVWPXVHXPVDUHWKHSUHGRPLQDQWXQLWV
GHSLFWHG±LQFOXGLQJWKH(WKQRORJLFDO0XVHXP(0DQGWKH0XVHXPRI,VODPLF$UW,6/$OVR
E\FRQWUDVWZLWKWKH+XPEROGW)RUXPRUJDQLJUDPWKLVRQHLVYHU\VLPSOHDQGWLG\,QEHLQJVR
it performs the usual neatening-up function of an organigram; but like the other organigram, 
and indeed organigrams more generally, it necessarily masks considerable complexities and 
PDNHVVSHFL¿FVXJJHVWLRQV7KLVRUJDQLJUDPWDNHVWKHFRQYHQWLRQDOIRUPRIORRNLQJUDWKHUOLNH
a genealogical kinship chart  a format that itself suggests the organization as a family, with 
the romanticised associations of functional togetherness that this implies.,WDOVRGHSLFWVD
UDWKHUÀDWKLHUDUFK\±RQO\WZROD\HUVDQGOLVWVDOORIWKHPXVHXPVDVHTXDOVLQVL]HDQGVWDWXV
7KHVHRUJDQLJUDPLFVXJJHVWLRQVKRZHYHUEHOLHWKHVLWXDWLRQRQWKHJURXQG7KH60%
DQGWKH63.RIZKLFKLWLVSDUWWKHÀDWKLHUDUFK\LQWKHGLDJUDPEHLQJDFKLHYHGLQSDUWE\QRW
LQFOXGLQJWKH63.DUHZLGHO\WDONHGDERXWDVµKLHUDUFKLFDO¶7KLVLVGXHQRWOHDVWWRWKHIDFW
that many decisions that elsewhere would be taken at museum level are here taken by the 
General Directorate  which is in most cases and for most matters the budget holder rather than 
museums themselves. Within museum workforces there is often talk of things being decided 
DERYH¶RUHYHQµLPSRVHGIURPDERYH¶WKHLPSUHFLVHWHUPµDERYH¶µYRQREHQ¶LQGLFDWLQJWKDW
staff members are often unclear about the exact source of decisions, especially whether they 
FRPHIURPWKH60%RU63.7KHSUHVHQWDWLRQRIWKHPXVHXPVDVHTXDOO\VL]HGVLEOLQJVKLGHV
WKHIDFWWKDWWKH\DUHUDWKHUGLIIHUHQWO\VL]HG±WKH(0IRUH[DPSOHKDVDERXWWZLFHWKHVWDII
SKDURQ0DFGRQDOG&KULVWLQH*HUELFK0DUJDUHWDYRQ2VZDOG1o Museum is an Island: 
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Figure 2. Organigram of the State Museums of Berlin. Dated 01.10.2013 but still current on 
the website in April 2018. Reproduced with the permission of the Prussian Cultural Heritage 
Foundation. English translations added by the authors.

RIWKH,6/DQGXQWLOLWVFORVXUHLQDFRQVLGHUDEO\ODUJHUH[KLELWLRQVSDFH0RUHRYHUWKH
museums do not all stand in identical relationships to one another as the organigram suggests. 
)RUH[DPSOHWKH,6/¶VSHUPDQHQWH[KLELWLRQDQGSDUWRILWVFROOHFWLRQVDUHSK\VLFDOO\ORFDWHG
ZLWKLQWKH3HUJDPRQ0XVHXPWRJHWKHUZLWKWKH9RUGHUDVLDWLVFKHV0XVHXP0XVHXPRIWKH
$QFLHQW1HDU(DVWDQGWKH$QWLNHQVDPPOXQJ&ROOHFWLRQRI&ODVVLFDO$QWLTXLWLHV7KH,6/¶V
DGPLQLVWUDWLRQKRZHYHULVORFDWHGDWHQPLQXWHZDONDZD\IURPWKH3HUJDPRQ0XVHXPLQWKH
$UFKDHRORJLFDO&HQWUHZKHUHLWVKDUHVRI¿FHVSDFHDQGLQIUDVWUXFWXUHVZLWKRWKHULQVWLWXWLRQV
RI60%LQFOXGLQJ WKH(J\SWLDQ0XVHXPXQG3DS\UXV&ROOHFWLRQWKH0XVHXPRI3UHKLVWRU\
DQG(DUO\+LVWRU\DQGWKH0XVHXPRIWKH$QFLHQW1HDU(DVW
We could continue to consider further organigrams and what they reveal, mask and 
suggest. The main point that we wish to make, however, is that a methodological focus on 
PXVHXPVDVFRQWDLQHUV±RULVODQGV±ULVNVRYHUSOD\LQJWKHLUDXWRQRP\$WWKHVDPHWLPH
they are often perceived as such in practice and, indeed, do often act as such, and this is also 
LPSRUWDQWIRUXQGHUVWDQGLQJWKHSURFHVVHVLQYROYHG,QWKHQH[WVHFWLRQWKHQZHEULHÀ\QRWH
VRPHRIWKHZD\VLQZKLFKRUJDQL]DWLRQDOSURFHVVHVEH\RQGRXU¿HOGVLWHVEHFRPHSUHVHQWLQ
ZD\VWKDWPLJKWQRWEHUHDGLO\HYLGHQWZLWKRXWHWKQRJUDSKLF¿HOGZRUNEHIRUHWXUQLQJWRVRPH
ways in which museums and curatorial teams come to be experienced as such by those who 
work within them. 
Beyond the Museum Walls 
Organigrams can tell us that a museum is part of a larger organization or that some of its 
functions  such as creating a new exhibition or undertaking educational outreach  may be 
distributed beyond its walls. What they dont tell us is how this works on the ground, and how 
these relationships are experienced in practice and with what effects. 
1HLWKHURUJDQLJUDPIRUH[DPSOHWHOOVXVRIWKHFRQVLGHUDEOHDQGRIWHQKLJKO\LPSRUWDQW
informal networks between individuals, and more occasionally groups, that can operate at all 
OHYHOV6RPHRIWKHQHZHUPXVHXPGLUHFWRUV±LQQHWZRUNVWKDWFURVVFXWWKH60%DQGRWKHU
PXVHXPV±PHHWLQIRUPDOO\WRGLVFXVVVRPHRIWKHGLI¿FXOWLHVWKDWWKH\SHUFHLYHDQGZD\VRI
tackling them. Who instigates or participates in these  or is invited to do so  is selective, however, 
and this can contribute to some museum directors or other potential participants becoming, or 
UHPDLQLQJPDUJLQDOL]HG,QWKH+XPEROGW)RUXPGHYHORSPHQWVOLNHZLVHWKHUHDUHQXPHURXV
meetings that happen informally or semi-formally over breakfast or dinner, sometimes even in 
SHRSOH¶VKRPHV$JDLQWKHVHRQO\LQYROYHVRPHSDUWLFLSDQWVEXWWKH\FDQQHYHUWKHOHVVVHUYH
DVVLJQL¿FDQWFRQGXLWVIRULQIRUPDWLRQDQGOREE\LQJDVZHOODVEXLOGLQJXSLQIRUPDOFRDOLWLRQV
RISHRSOHµZHFDQZRUNZLWK¶7KHVHLQWXUQLQÀXHQFHH[KLELWLRQFRQWHQW±HVSHFLDOO\LQUHODWLRQ
WR¿OOLQJWKHFXUUHQWO\SK\VLFDOO\HPSW\FRQWDLQHURIWKH+XPEROGW)RUXPLWVHOI
,QIRUPDOQHWZRUNLQJDOVRRSHUDWHVDWQXPHURXVRWKHU OHYHOV7KHIDFW IRUH[DPSOH
WKDWWKH60%¶VWHFKQLFLDQVZRUNLQDOORIWKHPXVHXPVSXWVWKHPLQWRWKHSRVLWLRQWRFRQYH\
LQIRUPDWLRQEHWZHHQPXVHXPV)URPDQHWKQRJUDSKLFSHUVSHFWLYHZHFDQDOVRVHHKRZVKDUHG
HGXFDWLRQDOVHUYLFHVDFURVVWKH60%DFWXDOO\RSHUDWHZLWKSDUWLFXODUFRDOLWLRQVDQGLQGLYLGXDOV
VKDSLQJZKDWKDSSHQVRQWKHJURXQGDQG¿HOGZRUNDOVRUHYHDOLQJRWKHUZLVHLQYLVLEOHEXWLQ
SUDFWLFHTXLWHVLJQL¿FDQWGHWDLOV)RUH[DPSOHDQLQLWLDOO\LQIRUPDOFRQWDFWOHGWRDPHPEHU
RIWKH,6/¶VFRQVHUYDWLRQVWDIIZKRKHOGDSHUVRQDOLQWHUHVWLQHGXFDWLRQDOPDWWHUVEHFRPLQJ
involved in exhibition-making, resulting in both new content and a new display format. 
(WKQRJUDSKLF¿HOGZRUNDOVRWHOOVXVKRZWKHZLGHURUJDQL]DWLRQDOVWUXFWXUHVVXFKDV
WKRVHRIWKH60%DQG63.DUHSHUFHLYHGDQGH[SHULHQFHGE\WKRVHZKRDUHSDUWRIWKHP
especially by those lower in the pecking-order whose views are not often sought out. We already 
QRWHGDWHQGHQF\IRUWKH63.DQG60%WREHGHVFULEHGDVKLHUDUFKLFDODQGDXWKRULWDWLYH±
as a tanker as museum staff sometimes put it  within the museums that are part of them. 
7KH\PDNHWKHLUSUHVHQFHIHOWDW ORFDO OHYHO±DQGLQRXU¿HOGZRUN±WKURXJKKRZWKH\DUH
talked about and how decisions made above impact on the everyday work of curators and 
other museum staff. While sometimes this operates through the kinds of stated decisions and 
policies that could be charted without working ethnographically, in situ research shows how 
other institutional orders may be perceived and experienced and in practice. 
,QWKH(0IRUH[DPSOHGXULQJWKHSODQQLQJIRUWKH+XPEROGW)RUXPLQ±DV
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ZLWQHVVHGE\0DUJDUHWDGXULQJKHU¿HOGZRUNWKHUHZDVDZLGHVSUHDGVHQVHRIGLVRULHQWDWLRQ
such that one new recruit described feeling thrown into unknown territory without a compass, 
and  in some ways surprisingly given the claims of hierarchical structures  said that there 
were no structures8. The statement was due, however, to the recruits widely shared perception 
RIDQHHGWRFUHDWHQHZVWUXFWXUHVDQGSURFHVVHVWRSURGXFHWKHQHZ+XPEROGW)RUXP%XW
WKHFRPPHQWDOVRUHÀHFWHGDPRUHORQJVWDQGLQJSHUFHSWLRQRIGHFLVLRQPDNLQJDVGLVWDQW
DQGRSDTXHVXFKWKDWLWFRXOGDSSHDUDUELWUDU\±DSKHQRPHQRQDOVRZLWQHVVHGLQWKH,6/
This in turn contributed to there sometimes being an affective atmosphere characterized by 
insecurity, frustration, cynicism and stress. The particular organizational structures were thus 
not only cognitively recognized but were also felt; and while the emotions themselves were 
partly described by museum staff members verbal descriptions, they were also manifest 
through gestures, facial expressions, body postures, and tone of voice, that could only be 
ZLWQHVVHGWKURXJK¿HOGZRUNDQGLQGHHGWKHFRIHHOLQJRIWKHGHHSO\LQYROYHGHWKQRJUDSKHU
$VZHOODVVKRZLQJKRZRUJDQL]DWLRQDOVWUXFWXUHVµEH\RQG¶RXULPPHGLDWHVLWHVZHUH
H[SHULHQFHGORFDOO\RXU¿HOGZRUNDOVROHGXVEH\RQGWKHPXVHXPZDOOVRUWKHRI¿FHVRIWKH
exhibition teams in numerous ways. Within Berlin, this included, variously, accompanying our 
interlocutors to other museums and collections, and to communities with which we and or they 
ZRUNHG1DWLRQDOO\DQGLQWHUQDWLRQDOO\LWLQYROYHGYLVLWVWRRUIURPRWKHUPXVHXPVFXUDWRUVRU
academics, as well as, in some cases, through tracing the journeys of objects. We were thus 
almost inevitably confronted by the relational nature of the museums and exhibition-making 
SURFHVVHV*RVGHQHWDO2XU¿HOGVLWHV±RUPRUHVSHFL¿FDOO\WKHH[KLELWLRQSURFHVVHV
with which we began  were, thus, points of departure rather than the boundaries of our work.
Feeling Part of Something
1HYHUWKHOHVVGHVSLWHWKHGLVWULEXWLRQRIWKHSURFHVVHVWKDWZHORRNHGDWEH\RQGWKHFRQ¿QHV
of the museum walls or the exhibition teams, both museums and exhibition teams  as well 
DV WKH WREH¿OOHGDUFKLWHFWXUDOFRQWDLQHURI WKH+XPEROGW)RUXP±ZHUHFOHDUO\ LPSRUWDQW
realities for those with whom we worked, and not just for those working inside them. That is 
QRWWRVD\KRZHYHUWKDWZHFDQMXVWWDNHWKHPIRUJUDQWHGLQRXUDQDO\VLV5DWKHUZHQHHG
to think about how they came to be felt as realities  how organization-ness was done  and 
with what consequences. 
$OWKRXJK WKH SURFHVVHV RI H[WHQGLQJ RXWZDUGV PLJKW EH VHHQ DV GLVVROYLQJ WKH
museum as a container, such encounters were typically conducted under the name of the 
PXVHXPV7KXVLWZDVDVDPHPEHURIWKH(WKQRORJLFDO0XVHXPWKDW0DUJDUHWDWUDYHOOHGWR
WKH5HSXEOLFRI%HQLQWRUHVHDUFKREMHFWVRULWZDVXQGHUWKHQDPHRIWKH0XVHXPRI,VODPLF
$UWWKDW&KULVWLQHZDVLQYROYHGLQLQLWLDWLYHVZLWK%HUOLQ¶Vµ0XVOLPFRPPXQLWLHV¶7KLVPDNLQJ
of entities through their encounters is a point that has been made many times in anthropology 
HJ(YDQV3ULWFKDUG0RUHJHQHUDOO\ WKH IDFWRIEHLQJQDPHGHQWLWLHV LQGH[HG WKH
museums as actors. This is reinforced temporally through their histories, thus also making 
WKHPIHHOµJLYHQ¶6XEVWDQWLDWLQJWKHPWRRLVWKHIDFWWKDWWKH\KDYHVSHFL¿FORFDWLRQVZLWKLQ
EXLOGLQJVWKRXJKQRWEXLOGLQJVRIWKHLURZQDQGLQWKHFDVHRIWKH(0WKHGLVSOD\VSDFHZDV
FORVHGLQ-DQXDU\DQGDOVRWKURXJKWKHLUDVVRFLDWLRQZLWKVSHFL¿FFROOHFWLRQV
Despite these relatively obvious markers of being a museum, however, it does not 
QHFHVVDULO\IROORZWKDWWKRVHZKRDUHRI¿FLDOO\SDUWRIRQHKDYHLWDVWKHLUSULPDU\SRLQWRI
LGHQWL¿FDWLRQLQWKHLUHYHU\GD\ZRUN7KXVIRUH[DPSOHZKLOHWKHSRVVHVVLRQRIHWKQRORJLFDO
FROOHFWLRQVLVFRQVWLWXWLYHRIWKH(0LQGD\WRGD\SUDFWLFHFXUDWRUVWHQGQRWWRUHIHUWRWKHP
DVDFROOHFWLYLW\EXWUDWKHUWDONRIVSHFL¿FFROOHFWLRQVXVLQJQDPHVVXFKDVµ$IULFD¶RUµ6RXWK
$PHULFD¶RUHVSHFLDOO\FRPPRQO\WKURXJKSRVVHVVLYHWHUPVVXFKDVµP\¶DQGµ\RXU¶RUµ;¶V¶
6XFKHYHU\GD\RUJDQL]DWLRQDOWKLQNLQJKDVFRQVHTXHQFHVIRUWKHZD\VLQZKLFKDFWLYLWLHVVXFK
DVH[KLELWLRQPDNLQJDUHFRQGXFWHGZLWKWKHZRUNIRUWKHIXWXUH+XPEROGW)RUXPLQ
at least, being relatively atomised rather than strongly organised as a collective activity  even 
ZKLOHIURPWKHRXWVLGHWKH(0UDWKHUWKDQVSHFL¿FFROOHFWLRQVZDVWKHXVXDOSRLQWRIUHIHUHQFH
$VPDQ\VFKRODUVZKRKDYHFRQGXFWHGRUJDQL]DWLRQDOHWKQRJUDSK\DOVRUHFRJQL]H
senses of being part of an organization are also formed through shared organizational activities, 
VXFKDVPHHWLQJV DQGVKDUHGDIIHFWLYHDWPRVSKHUHV±QHJDWLYHDVZHOO DVSRVLWLYH HJ

*DUVWHQDQG1\TXLVW5RXOHDXHWDO%URZQHWDO7KH\FDQEHJHQHUDWHGRU
reinforced by shared implicit knowledge  unwritten laws and processes as one new recruit 
WRWKH(0GHVFULEHGLWLQIUXVWUDWLRQ,QWKHFDVHRIWKH%HUOLQH[KLELWLRQWHDPZKLFKZDVEXLOW
IURPVFUDWFKZLWKWKHSXUSRVHRIFUHDWLQJWKHH[KLELWLRQIRUWKH+XPEROGW)RUXPµWHDPQHVV¶
was partly created through its leaders talk of the dynamic team that he had assembled as 
well as by shared rituals of group visits and team meetings, which were accompanied by much 
MRNLQJDVZHOODVUHIUHVKPHQWV0RUHRYHULWZDVSURGXFHGWKURXJKDVHQVHRIEHLQJHQJDJHG
in the shared collective enterprise of exhibition-making and, even more so, of battling to do 
this in the face of a lack of overall clarity  especially at the time the team was established in 
±DERXWSODQVIRURWKHUSDUWVRIWKH+XPEROGW)RUXPDVZHOODVRIGRLQJVRLQLQQRYDWLYH
HJSDUWLFLSDWLYHZD\VWKDWVWRRGDJDLQVWPRUHFRQYHQWLRQDODSSURDFKHV
Organization is, then, also an achievement  something that is done or made  even 
ZKLOHLWFDQDWWKHVDPHWLPHEHWDNHQIRUJUDQWHGLQPDQ\FRQWH[WV(WKQRJUDSK\DOORZVIRU
JHWWLQJDKDQGOHRQWKLV,W OHWVXVJUDVSZKHQZKHUHDQGKRZERXQGDULHVRUFRQQHFWLRQV
are created to constitute the museum or other organization in practice, which organizational 
formations come into play and what then follows from this. 
Concluding discussion 
,QWKLVDUWLFOHZHKDYHDUJXHGIRUDIRUPRIPXVHXPHWKQRJUDSK\WKDWUHWDLQVWKHLQGHSWK
critical insight that ethnography can provide while not taking the museum as a taken-for-
granted methodological container; and we have presented a research design capable of 
going beyond containerism in a range of ways. The ongoing Making Differences project is a 
realization of this research design and in this article we have illustrated the argument for a 
multi-sited, multi-linked and multi-researcher ethnography by drawing on three fairly advanced 
LQWKDWWKH\KDYHDOOHQWDLOHGRYHUWZR\HDUV¶¿HOGZRUNHWKQRJUDSKLFVXESURMHFWVWKDWDUHSDUW
of it. The overall project, with over ten researchers, is, we believe, the largest such museum 
HWKQRJUDSKLFYHQWXUHWRGDWH,WVZRUNLVQRWUHVWULFWHGWRH[DPSOHVIURPUHODWLYHO\KLJKSUR¿OH
museum developments, or to exhibition-making processes, as we draw on here, but also 
LQFOXGHVVPDOOHUJDOOHULHVDQGKHULWDJHVLWHVDFWLYLVWFRPPXQLW\DQGDPDWHXULQLWLDWLYHV,WLV
important to emphasize that the aim here is not to produce some kind of complete or even 
representative mapping: the methodological model is not that of a jigsaw puzzle or of a tidy kind 
RIRUJDQLJUDP,QGHHGVRPHRIWKHVXESURMHFWVWKHPVHOYHVDUHDOUHDG\VWURQJO\FRQFHLYHG
DVWUDQVORFDWLRQDO±VXFKDVWKDWRI/DULVVD)|UVWHURQSURYHQDQFHDQGFRORQLDOKHULWDJHRU
WKDWRI7DKDQL1DGLPRQGDWDQDWXUHV±HYHQZKLOHWKH\KDYHVSHFL¿FORFDWLRQDOUHDOL]DWLRQV
VXFKDVLQWKHFROOHFWLRQVRIWKH(0RUWKH%HUOLQ0XVHXPRI1DWXUDO+LVWRU\0RUHRYHUDOO
RIWKHVXESURMHFWVDUHFRQFHLYHGDW OHDVWSDUWO\EH\RQGVLQJOHVLWHVIRUH[DPSOHWKURXJK
concerns with how ethnological museums are addressing their legacies or how museums are 
UHSUHVHQWLQJ,VODP9 
What a collective multi-sited, multi-linked and multi-researcher ethnography such as 
this allows, then, is a more collage-like model in which we are able to investigate phenomena 
and transformations from a range of locations, emphases and points of view. That variety 
RISHUVSHFWLYHVLVQRWUHVWULFWHGWRWKRVHRIWKHVSHFL¿FJURXSVRUGHYHORSPHQWVZLWKZKLFK
ZHZRUNEXWLVDOVRDIXQFWLRQRIWKHLUDQGRXUYDULHGSRVLWLRQVZLWKLQWKH¿HOG(YHQDPRQJ
the three of us here there were differences in our own roles and status that gave us access 
to diverse dimensions of the processes underway. Christine, for example, had long worked 
in museum education and evaluation, and thus began with extensive knowledge of Berlins 
PXVHXPV\VWHPDVZHOODVRIFRPPXQLW\JURXSVDQGLQLWLDWLYHV6KHDOVRKDGDQLPSRUWDQW
VKDSLQJUROHLQWKHLQLWLDWLYHVWKDWVKHVWXGLHG6RWRRGLG0DUJDUHWDZKRZRUNHGDVDFXUDWRU¶V
assistant and co-curated an exhibition as part of experiments for deciding on future content 
IRUWKH+XPEROGW)RUXP6KDURQE\FRQWUDVWSDUWLFLSDWHGPRUHDVDQREVHUYHUPDNLQJOHVV
substantial material contributions on a day-to-day level, though she was also part of some 
more high-level processes through roles such as her membership of the Berlin exhibitions 
DGYLVRU\ERDUGDQGRWKHUIRUPDODQGVHPLLQIRUPDOPHHWLQJVUHODWHGWRWKH+XPEROGW)RUXP
and other museum developments. This mix undoubtedly helps us to get a better handle on 
what is going on  at a variety of levels, settings and positions  as well as prompting us to 
UHÀHFWRQRXURZQSRVLWLRQDOLWLHV
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4XHVWLRQVDERXWPXVHXPRUJDQL]DWLRQDUHKLJKO\WRSLFDOLQRXU%HUOLQ¿HOGVLWH7KH
organigram with which we began, and its lively reception and circulation, is just one illustration 
RIDFRQVLGHUDEOHLQWHUHVWLQGHHGQRWUHVWULFWHGWR%HUOLQDVHYLGHQFHGE\WKHIDFWWKDWWKH
QHZVSDSHULQZKLFKLWDSSHDUHGLVEDVHGLQ6RXWK*HUPDQ\LQWKHRUJDQL]DWLRQRIWKH+XPEROGW
)RUXP7KHUHDVRQVIRUWKLVLQWHUHVWOLHSDUWO\LQWKHFRQWHVWHGKLVWRU\RIWKHVLWH±LQFOXGLQJ
WKHGHVWUXFWLRQRIWKH*'5¶V3DODFHRIWKH5HSXEOLF±DQGWKHV\PEROLVPRIEXLOGLQJDSDUW
UHFRQVWUXFWLRQRID%DURTXH3UXVVLDQSDODFHDVZHOODVLQFRQFHUQVDERXWWKHFRORQLDOOHJDFLHV
RIWKHHWKQRORJLFDOREMHFWVWKDWZLOOEHVKRZQWKHUHVHH%LQGHUYRQ%RVH%DFK
7KH\OLHWRRLQDZDUHQHVVRIWKHODUJHQXPEHURILQWHUHVWHGSOD\HUV±DQGWKHGLYHUVH
political positions that some of these occupy  who are involved in producing a substantial new 
FXOWXUDOLQVWLWXWLRQLQWKHFHQWUHRI%HUOLQRQLWV81(6&2:RUOG+HULWDJH0XVHXP,VODQG:KHWKHU
WKHLQGLYLGXDOPXVHXPV±WKH(0DQG$.8±ZLOOEHQDPHGLQLWRUZKHWKHUWKH\WRJHWKHUZLWK
RWKHUVVXFKDVWKH%HUOLQ([KLELWLRQZLOOEHPHUJHGLQWRFROOHFWLYH+XPEROGW)RUXPFRQWHQWLVD
current matter of debate. That debate is inherently about organization-making  trying to craft 
DQRUJDQL]DWLRQLQWREHLQJWR¿OOWKHDUFKLWHFWXUDOFRQWDLQHUWKDWSUHFHGHGLW'RLQJVRLQWKHIDFH
of what are different teams and museums, different designers, and a process that in its earlier 
stages especially has involved a surprising paucity of interaction between these, is a major 
organizational challenge. Developments underway as we write, to replace the two separate 
GLUHFWRUVRIWKH(0DQG$.8E\DVKDUHGKHDGRIFROOHFWLRQVDQGWKHIRUPHUO\WKUHHSHUVRQ
RYHUDOOOHDGHUVKLSE\RQHSHUVRQDUHDWWHPSWVWRDFKLHYHWKH)HGHUDO0LQLVWHURI&XOWXUHDQG
0HGLD¶VVWDWHGGHVLUHWRPDNHLWµDOORIDSLHFH¶µDXVHLQHP*XVV¶10. 
3UHFLVHO\ZKDWZLOOUHVXOWIURPVXFKRUJDQL]DWLRQDOUHVWUXFWXULQJUHPDLQVWREHVHHQ
HVSHFLDOO\VRODWHLQDSURFHVVZLWKWKH+XPEROGW)RUXPGXHWRRSHQLQ:KDWRXURZQ
work shows is that what happens at ground level  how people feel themselves to be part 
of something, and what this is  is also crucial to how they work and, therefore, to what will 
result. That a rhetoric of one-ness is not in itself enough to achieve this is also evident from 
the claim by the 'LUHFWRU*HQHUDORIWKH60%WKDWWKH60%VKRXOGEHVHHQDVRQHPXVHXP±
a universal museum  which spreads over many different sites.11$OWKRXJKWKHUHDUHVRPH
respects in which this claim does have traction  for example, through some of the shared 
services  it is also inattentive to the on-the-ground disconnections and even competition 
between at least some of the constituent parts.  
These more usually unattended aspects of organizations are those on which in-depth 
HWKQRJUDSKLF¿HOGZRUNFDQVKHGOLJKW0HWKRGRORJLFDOO\KRZHYHUDSHUVSHFWLYHWKDWFRQVLGHUV
how organization-ness is done or achieved, is better placed to tackle this than one that takes 
WKHRUJDQL]DWLRQIRUJUDQWHG,WVSUHPLVHRIQRQFRPPLWPHQWWRWKHJLYHQQHVVRIPXVHXPVDV
organizations will be able to better attend to how organization-ness is produced and experienced 
DVVD\DKHDY\ZHLJKWRIWKHSDVWRUDVVRPHWKLQJPRUHÀHHWLQJDQGSURYLVLRQDODVUHFDOFLWUDQW
or as something to shape, as porous or relatively island-like. 
,QFRQFOXVLRQWKHQJRLQJEHKLQGWKHVFHQHVUHPDLQVDQLPSRUWDQWPHWKRGRORJ\IRU
museum research  reaching parts that other methodologies do not. The challenge is to do 
VRZKLOHQRWUHPDLQLQJRQO\ZLWKLQWKHLUFRQ¿QHV:HQHHGWRJHWRIIWKHLVODQGDVZHOODVVHH
KRZWKHLVODQGLVSDUWRIDZLGHUDUFKLSHODJRDQGVHD,QWKLVDUWLFOHZHKRSHWRKDYHVKRZQ
KRZWKLVFDQEHGRQHWKURXJKRXUGLVFXVVLRQRIGHYHORSPHQWVFHQWUHGRQ±EXWQRWFRQ¿QHG
WR±%HUOLQ¶V0XVHXP,VODQG7KHUHVHDUFKGHVLJQDQGSURMHFWSUHVHQWHGKHUHGRQRWSURYLGH
the only possibility for avoiding methodological containerism without giving up on ethnography. 
They are, however, we believe, the most extensive and substantial ones to do so to date 
ZLWKLQWKHPXVHXP¿HOG2XUKRSHLVWKDWWKH\ZLOOSURYLGHLPSHWXVIRUIXUWKHUPHWKRGRORJLFDO
UHÀHFWLRQDQGLQQRYDWLRQLQWKHIXWXUH
5HFHLYHG-XO\
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HJ=LOEHU
,WSULPDULO\LGHQWL¿HVUHODWLRQVKLSVEHWZHHQRUJDQLVDWLRQV7UDQVFDQEHVDLGWRUHIHU
to relationships cutting across them. We have coined the terms exo-organizational and 
HQGRRUJDQL]DWLRQDORQWKHEDVLVRINLQVKLSWKHRU\H[RJDPRXVDQGHQGRJDPRXVUHIHUULQJ
UHVSHFWLYHO\WRPDUU\LQJRXWRUZLWKLQRQH¶VRZQJURXS7KLVUHÀHFWVLQSDUWWKHIDFWWKDW
some of our thinking about organigrams has been shaped by anthropological discussions 
RIYLVXDOLVDWLRQVRINLQVKLS$VNLQVKLSGLVFXVVLRQLWVHOIPDNHVFOHDUH[RDQGHQGRDUH
UHODWLRQDOFDWHJRULHVHDFKLQÀHFWLQJXSRQHDFKRWKHU:HVKRXOGDOVRQRWHWKDWDOWKRXJKWKH
terms organization and institution are sometimes used interchangeably and although there 
FDQEHRYHUODSLQWKHLUDSSOLFDWLRQZH¿QGLWKHXULVWLFDOO\XVHIXOWRIROORZWKHFRQYHQWLRQRI
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UHDOL]DWLRQVHH+DWFK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LQWKLVFRQWH[WWKHUHIRUHWR
use institution to refer to the museum or museums as a generality, and organization for 
DVSHFL¿FPXVHXPHJ%HUOLQ¶V(WKQRORJLFDO0XVHXPRURWKHURUJDQL]DWLRQDOHQWLW\HJ
WKH3UXVVLDQ&XOWXUDO+HULWDJH)RXQGDWLRQ
 *RIIPDQ.DWH$WNLQVRQ¶VQRYHOBehind the Scenes at the Museum ZDVDOVR
an inspiration. 
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and the Bible.
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